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Mining already had made Gustav and Henriette Billing a wealthy couple when
they posed for this portrait in Denver, Colorado, about 1880. At the time,
Billing was concentrating his interests in mining and smelting in the Leadville
area. Five years later, the Billings would rank among the most prominent
citizens of Socorro. Courtesy Helene Billing Wurlitzer Foundation, Taos, New
Mexico, and the New Mexico Bureau of Mines & Mineral Resources.

Miner and Merchant in Socorro's
Boom Town Economy, 1880-1893
BRUCE ASHCROFT

In the 1880s, Socorro enjoyed a boom period unparalleled in the
city's history. What had been a quiet farming village of about 500 people
before the Civil War was changed with the postwar discovery of gold
and silver in the nearby mountains. By June 1880 the population stood
at 1,272, and in August the railroad reached Socorro. l
A strange sound was heard in this valley a few days ago. It
was not the roar of a huge monster; it was not the roar of artillery
or of some great explosion, it was not the grumbling of a distant
earthquake or the crash of thunder; it was not the roar of some
dashing torrent cateract [sicJ, cyclone or hurricane. It was a noise
such as had never before been heard at this place. The mountains,
hills, valleys and llanos, had slept through silent ages and had
never heard such a sound before. Men, women and children climbed
Bruce Ashcroft is a historian at the Air Force Historical Research Center at Maxwell
Air Force Base in Montgomery, Alabama. He received an undergraduate degree from
the New Mexico Institute of Mining and Technology in 1972, and a master's degree in
history and a master of business administration degree, both from New Mexico State
University in 1986. He served in the U.s. Navy from 1974 to 1984. His forthcoming book,
Miner and Merchant, Soldier and Saint: A Territorial History of Socorro, New Mexico, by Texas
Western Press, will appear in June.
1. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880: Population (22
vols., Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1883), I: 263.
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upon the housetops to see whence proceeded the strange sound.
Cattle, horses, sheep, goats and even the birds of the air all seemed
alike alarmed, confused and terrified. The black, fiery-looking smoke
snorting demon-like monster came dashing down the valley of the
Rio Grande. It was the first arrival of the railroad in Socorro,
yesterday, August 12th, [1880], the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe
railway reached the old town of Socorro. 2
The merging of two great forces brought wealth to Socorro: mining
provided the impetus for expansion; the railroad provided the means.
By the end of November 1880, the editor of the Socorro Sun estimated
Socorro's population to be nearly 2,500. 3
With the arrival of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe, the boom
commenced. Miners, speculators, businessmen, and visitors arrived
by the thousands. Some explored the mountains seeking precious metals. In 1881, three thousand mineral locations were filed in Socorro
County during a six-month period. Gold and silver, as well as copper,
iron, lead, coal, zinc, manganese, antimony, and more could be found
in the county's mines. Other new arrivals to Socorro built a new town
near the railroad depot and opened new businesses. Commenting on
Socorro's growth, one visitor noted that befor~ the arrival of the railroad, not one house could be found between the plaza and the depot
site. In November 1881, businesses lined the road to the depot, and
lots that previously sold for $100 commanded prices of $500 to $700.
House lots, which sold for the pre-railroad price of $25, brought up to
$250. 4
. The mines at Socorro Peak provided local excitement during the
initial stages of the boom, and one publication claimed that "the immense
amount of gold held in the Socorro Mountain is beyond comprehension." The Torrence Mine, purchased in 1880 for $5,000, and the Merritt
Mine, originally opened about 1840, were the two largest ore producers. The Kansas capitalists who operated the Torrence Mine turned
down a reported $800,000 for the property in 1882 and added a stamp
2. John DeWitt McKee, Time of Trouble, Time of Triumph: A Centenniel History of the
First Presbyterian Church of Socorro, N.M. (1880-1980) (Socorro: First Presbyterian Church,
1984), 3.
3. Socorro Sun, November 27, 1880.
4. William G. Ritch, l/lustrated New Mexico (Santa Fe: New Mexico Printing and
Publishing Co., 1883), 100; M. Fischer and Antonio Y. A. Abeytia, Report as to Socorro
County (Socorro: New Mexico Bureau of Immigration/Socorro Daily News, 1881); Charles
M. Chase, The Editor's Run (Fort Davis, Texas: Frontier Book Company, 1968), 133.
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mill and an amalgamation plant. Nevertheless, the combined production of the Torrence and Merritt mines totaled only $760,000 during
the boom town days.5
More important to the city was its central location. Publications
such as Beckwith's Guide to the Great Mining and Stock-Growing District
of Central New Mexico (1881) and Socorro the Mining Centre of New Mexico
(1882) stressed the advantages of moving to Socorro. One glance at a
map supposedly revealed to anyone that the city was "unquestionably
the mining center of the territory, and as such tpe greatest point of
attraction at the present time." The ores of the Magdalena, Black Range,
Oscura, and White Mountains all contributed to Socorro's wealth. 6
Fortunes could be made overnight in the mine fields. Pat Donan,
Socorro reporter for the Las·Vegas Mining World, wrote that "Kean St.
Charles, a Deadwood newspaper carrier, landed here without a nickel
and almost starved." St. Charles worked in town until he had scraped
together $5. This he "invested in a pick and some crackers and.bacon,
and struck out into the mountains." Within six weeks, the story,ends,
St. Charles had located a promising claim, sold out for $15,000, and
returned to his Kentucky home. The Mining World,also carried the
history of Jim Berry, "a well-known Black Hills miner and prospector."
In August 1881 he, too, landed in Socorro "a moneyless man." By
November he was so successful that he sold one-tenth of his mining
interests for $60,000. Stories such as these fired the imagination and
drew hopefuls like a magnet. 7
.
Ore reduction contributed mightily to Socorro's mineral-related
economy. Gustav Albert Billing, Socorro's most important industrialist,
had a.knack for appearing in the right place at the right time-his
appearance in Socorro in 1882 assured the town's boom. Billing had
gone to the Salt Lake City area, establishing the Germania Smelting
Works in 1873. After building the Germania into the leading smelter
in the region with the help of Anton Eilers, Billing joined the rush to
Leadville, Colorado, in 1879. Along with partner Anton Eilers, he arrived
relatively late; there were already six smelters in "Cloud City."Through
5. Las Vegas Mining World, June 1881 and April 20, 1882; Socorro the Mining Centre of
New Mexico (Socorro: Socorro Miner, 1882), 3; Fayette Alexander Jones, New Mexico Mines
and Minerals (Santa Fe: New Mexican Printing Company, 1904), 111.
6. D. A. Beckwith, Beckwith's Guide to the Great Mining and Stock-Growing District of
Central New Mexico (Leavenworth, Kansas: Times Printing House, [1881]); Socorro the
Mining Centre of New Mexico, 2.
7. Las Vegas Mining World, December 15, 1881.
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innovative techniques, however, Billing and Eilers soon built their
enterprise into the second largest in Leadville. The Billing-Eilers smelter,
for example, was the first to install electric lights. After visiting the
plant, a Leadville journalist wrote, liThe brilliancy that filled the room
was absolutely indescribable." The Leadville smelter earned Billing a
second fortune and, like many of his rich contemporaries, he bought
a house in Denver to enjoy the luxuries of big-city life.
Billing, then, was already a wealthy man by the time he bought
the Socorro's Kelly Mine from Patrick Dorsey and others in 1882. Why
he moved to Socorro from the opulence of Denver is not known, but
after sending his brother-in-law, Albert Schneider, on a scouting trip
to the Socorro area in 1881, Billing must have decided that a third
fortune lay waiting for him. Billing arrived during Socorro's "darkest
hour," according to the editor of the Socorro Bullion, but in short order,
Billing transformed the city into the smelting center of New Mexico,
eastern Arizona, western Texas, southern Utah, and northern Mexico.
The silver and lead-bearing ore from his own Kelly mine was the
foundation of his success. 8
Although often overlooked, smelters played an important role in
the development of many mining camps in the West. The primary
benefit of smelting was the reduction of raw ores into a compact, purer,
more easily marketed, and more easily transported medium. Billing's
smelter in Socorro, for example, reduced ore which averaged ten ounces
of silver per ton and contained 35 percent lead into bars of metal
weighing one hundred pounds. Nine and a half cubic feet of ore weighed
one ton and yielded an average of seven "pigs," as the bars of bullion
were called. The pigs would then be shipped for further refining, usually to St. Louis. 9
Billing almost did not build his smelter in Socorro. At a town
meeting held in April 1883, Candelario Garcia, probate judge for Socorro
County, bitterly opposed introducing another Anglo business to the
city. Garcia fumed that he wanted no smelter, no improvements, and
especially no Americans in Socorro. Those who realized the economic
8. For a history of Gustav Billing, see Robert W. Eveleth, "Gustav Billing, the Kelly
Mine, and the Great Smelter at Park City, Socorro County, New Mexico," in Charles E.
Chapin, ed., Thirty-fourth Field Conference Guidebook (Socorro: New Mexico Geological
Society, 1983), 89-95; and Bruce Ashcroft, "Billing's Smelter: Refining a Fortune," El
Palacio, 88 (Summer 1981), 10-12; and Leadville Herald Democrat, March 4, 1966.
9. James E. Fell, Jr., Ores to Metal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979);
Socorro Bullion, September L 1883.
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opportunity the new business presented, however, carried the day.
Three hundred thousand bricks, one hundred fifty thousand board feet
of lumber, and all the necessary machinery were ordered, and by the
end of June, seventy-five men started assembling the smelter on a site
about two miles west of the city plaza. An additional crew of one
hundred men worked on a railroad spur running from the main line
in Socorro, through the smelter yard, and then west to Magdalena. In
July, are hauled by ox-team from the Kelly Mine started arriving, and
on September 8 the smelter "blew in" and commenced operations. Over
a quarter million dollars worth of bullion was produced by the end of
the year, and up to two hundred ox teams were employed to transport
the are. 10
The editor of the Bullion wrote enthusiastically of the new smelteJ::
"This is only the beginning of what will naturally follow, for a town
so accessibly situated must be the future great city of the territory."
The enterprise was so important to New Mexico that Bishop Jean Lamy
of Santa Fe commissioned four priests to bless the new smelter. The
Billing Smelter even spawned its own community, Park City. Park City
had both tent and adobe houses, a church, boarding house, post office,
furniture store, and bowling alley. Other commercial establishments,
including the Baca Hotel and a watering hole known as the First and
Last Chance Saloon, supported the smelter town. Park City's population reached 398 in 1890, and a justice of the peace and a policeman
served the residents. 1I
Steadily expanding his business, except for a period in 1885 when
he nearly sold out to Lake Valley entrepreneurs, Billing processed ores
from throughout the Southwest. His best advertisement was the unequalled efficiency of his plant, which allowed him to charge low rates
for processing are. Billing's smelter recovered over 90 percent of the
lead and virtually all the silver from the ores treated. Silver and lead
accounted for 90 percent of the smelter's bullion value. One million
ounces of silver were produced yearly from 1885 to 1889 and nearly
five thousand tons of lead flowed from the smelter fires annually. Value
10. Albuquerque Morning Journal, April 23, 1883; Socorro Sunday Sun, April 15, 1883;
Socorro Bullion, September 1, 1883, January 1, 1885; Socorro Daily Sun, September 8, 1883.
11. Socorro Bullion, August 1, 1883; John Skolle, The Lady of the Casa; Biography of
Helene Wurlitzer (Santa Fe: Rydal Press, 1959), 14; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Twelfth
Census of the United States: Population (10 vols., Washington, D.C.: U.s. Government
Printing Office, 1901), 1: 274. A history of Park City appeared in the Socorro Chieftain,
November 22, November 29, and December 6, 1945.
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of production increased annually to $1,953,000 in 1889 and probably
topped $2,000,000 in 1890, although records for that year have not been
found. 12
Billing sold the Socorro smelter to the Rio Grande Smelting Company in August 1887 for $500,000 and returned to Cincinnati, where
he had been naturalized as an American citizen and married Henriette
Schneider, daughter of a prominent physician, before going West. Billing remained president of the corporation in absentia until his death
in 1890 in Germany, his homeland. 13
Other reduction works processed ore during the 1880s in Socorro
as well. The New Orleans and La Joya Smelting Company, which later
became the Graphic Smelter, actually preceded Billing's Smelter, having
been erected in 1881. In its peak year of 1887, it produced nearly $500,000
in bullion. Not as efficient as Billing's operation, this smelter was converted into a fire clayworks in 1891. The Socorro Mining and Milling
Company, which owned a stamp mill located next to the New Orleans
and La Joya smelter, leased its plant to the owners of the Torrence
Mine. The company also leased and nearly sold its operation to Billing,
and, later, leased the plant to the Merritt Mine .14
Business leaders recognized the railroad as the key to Socorro's
prosperity and organized many schemes to bring additional rail lines
to the city. In September 1881, for example, a Denver, Las Vegas (New
Mexico), and Socorro railroad seemed assured and, hoping to build an
extensive local system, Alfred Moore, Andrew Walker, and Pete Simpson, the principals, organized the Socorro Railroad Company. They
planned to build west from the town to connect the springs at Socorro
Peak and the Torrence and Merritt Mines, and to run a line south to
the stamp mill and smelter. IS
Two trunk lines were built from the main Santa Fe line, which
tremendously benefited the city. The line to the Kelly Mine made Billing's smelter the success that it was. Indeed, the line was crucial in
12. Chloride Black Rnnge, January 30, 1885. Total production over the life of this
smelter has been estimated at $18 million; see Robert W. Eveleth, unpublished version
of "Gustav Billing, the Kelly Mine, and the Great Smelter," 19.
13. See Socorro County "Record 20," pp. 367-71, Socorro County Courthouse, Socorro,
for the smelter sale; and Skolle, The Lady of the Casa, 2-23.
14. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, March 25, 1883; Socorro Bullion, July 9, 1888.
15. Socorro Sun, September 24, 1881; "The Socorro Rail Road Company," Record of
Incorporations, Book 1, pp. 681-82, Territorial Archives of New Mexico, microfilm reel
33, frames 446-47.
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So important to New Mexico was the Billing smelter at Socorro that Bishop
Jean Lamy of Santa Fe commissioned four priests to bless the installation after
its construction in 1883. Photograph taken by Joseph E. Smith and provided
courtesy of Edward Smith and the New Mexico Bureau of Mines & Mineral
Resources.

By 1885, Socorro was at the height of its boom period and could boast a system
of public transportation. The Socorro Transfer Company provided a fleet of
coaches like this one, shown here in front of the Park House hotel with a crowd
of passengers in Sunday best. Courtesy Doris Baldwin and the New Mexico
Bureau of Mines & Mineral Resources.
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Billing's decision to locate in Socorro. Before the railroad, freight haulers charged up to $7 per ton of ore for the thirty-mile trip by wagon.
The railroad carried the ore for $2.50 per ton. In addition, delivery
time from the mine was reduced from two days to one. Mining men
and business leaders hoped the line would be extended beyond Magdalena to western New Mexico mining districts and eventually to the
Pacific Ocean, but their dream never materialized. The other trunk line
contributing to Socorro's prosperity was that from San Antonio to the
Carthage coalfields. Coal was reduced to coke at San Antonio for use
in the smelters and, in 1888, 59,000 tons Of coal were mined at Carthage.
Limestone, another ingredient used in the smelting process, also was
shipped over this spur line. Again, business leaders envisioned extending the line, this time to the White Oaks mining district seventy miles
east of the main line. Survey crews even staked a route, but there was
no further development. The dream of attracting new railroads lasted
throughout the boom. As late as 1893 Socorro businessmen discussed
a line to connect Socorro and Roswell. 16
Socorro's Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe agent, A. J. Crone, kept
careful records of the growing railroad business. In November 1884,
206 carloads of merchandise arrived for Socorro businesses and 83
carloads were shipped from the city, including 60 carloads of bullion
from the smelters. Socorro businesses also sent 1.3 million pounds of
goods to other New Mexico cities. The volume of business during
November 1884 represented an increase of 50 percent over that of
November 1883, and three times the volume of business conducted in
November 1882. 17
The Santa Fe also provided regular passenger service to Socorro.
An 1883 timetable showed a 2:30 a.m. departure time for northbound
travelers and a 12:45 a.m. boarding time for those headed south. The
special emigrant, offering reduced rates and few amenities, stopped
at Socorro at 6:08 a.m. on its way north and at 4:17 p.m. while traveling
south. The train also made regular runs to Magdalena. The steep grade
16. Albuquerque Morning Journal, May 6, 1883; Eveleth, "Gustav Billing," 93; Henry
Lockhart, "One of New Mexico's Flourishing Counties," New Mexico (Winter Edition,
1889), 33-35, Territorial Archives, reel 96, frames 963-64; Edmund G. Ross, Report of the
Governor of New Mexico to the Secretary of the Interior (Washington, D. c.: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1889), 17; Socorro Commercial Club, Minutes, May 2, 1893, Socorro
County Historical Society, Rio Grande Historical Collections, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, New Mexico.
17. Socorro Bullion, December 1, 1884.
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west of Socorro proved difficult, and the westbound run barely lumbered along. In a September 17, 1885, article, the Bullion related the
story of two women who just missed the train to Magdalena. Encouraged by one of the passengers, the women set off on a shortcut over
Socorro Peak in an attempt to "head off" the train. The adventurers
missed the train and had to wait at the Water Canyon station for the
next day's run. 18
Before the railroad arrived, the stagecoach provided long-distance
transportation throughout much of New Mexico Territory. In December
1882, even after the railroad had entered New Mexico, at least thirtyeight separate stage lines served scattered mining districts. Approximately eight hundred miles of stage roads served the territory, compared to the railroad's eleven hundred. 19 Socorro was connected by
stage to White Oaks, a gold mining center, via San Antonio in 1879.
In August 1881, the Socorro-White Oaks route was relocated to avoid
the deep sands of the previous road. Reported the Daily New Mexican,
"The journey which has heretofore been considered tedious and tiresome on account of dust or mud, will be more enjoyable and easier
made." At stake was the White Oaks trade, for which Socorro competed
with Las Vegas. It was expected that freighters could haul goods over
the Socorro road for one cent per pound, and the seventy-one mile
trip would only be half that to Las Vegas. 20 The stage also ran between
Socorro and the Magdalena mines. The trip to the Kelly cost $2.75 in
1883 and left Socorro on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays at 8:00
a.m. The stage returned to Socorro on alternate days at 4:00 p.m. When
Billing's smelter opened, the heavy ore loads and incessant travel cut
the Socorro-Magdalena road to pieces. An 1883 newspaper complained
that "every day the difficulty of travel increases."21
Agriculture remained an important but underdeveloped industry
throughout the boom period, although related businesses such as
wineries, flour mills, and a brewery flourished. Farmers could grow
almost anything in the Rio Grande Valley. Cotton, tobacco, alfalfa, oats,
18. Socorro Bullion, April 1, 1883, September 19, 1885.
19. William S. Wallace, "Stagecoaching in Territorial New Mexico," New Mexico Historical Review, 32 (April 1957), 204-5.
20. Daily New Mexican, August 16, 1881. EI Paso would enter and win the White
Oaks trade battle. The survey of a rail line from EI Paso discouraged the Santa Fe from
pursuing its own expansion to White Oaks. For a history of the EI Paso railroad, see G.
L. Seligman, "The EI Paso and Northeastern Railroad and its Economic Influence in New
Mexico" (master's thesis, New Mexico State University, 1958).
21. Socorro Sun, September 8, 1883; New Mexico Mountain Mail, September 24, 1983.
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rye, barley, cabbages, beets, onions, peppers, potatoes, and much other
produce was raised near Socorro, with wheat and corn the principal
crops. Orchards yielded apples, pears, peaches, plums, apricots, and
quinces, and grapes were the pride of the valley. 22
When Spanish friars established a mission among the Piro Indians
at Socorro in the 1600s, they introduced many of the fruits, vegetables
and cereals grown in the region. They also built a winery at Senecu,
ten miles south of Socorro. The Spanish were driven from New Mexico
in 1680, but when they resettled Socorro in 1816, winemaking must
have been revived. An 1855 visitor to Socorro described the luscious
grapes of the village and the wine and brandy produced. By the start
of the economic boom in 1880, vintners made thousands of barrels of
wine, which sold wholesale for a dollar per gallon. (A barrel held fortytwo gallons of wine.) The Mission grape was the most popular, but
Muscatels were also harvested. In 1883, 100,000 new grape vines were
planted at Polvadera, about ten miles north of Socorro. On land southeast of Socorro, Charles Davis planted 1,500 fruit trees and several
thousand grape vines in 1885. Local newspapers identified nearly a
dozen large-scale growers in the area during Socorro's boom years. In
good years the vines were prolific. Ambrosio Romero of San Antonio,
for example, sold four thousand pounds of grapes, harvested from 350
vines, in 1887. Grapes were often grown in large commercial plots,
though home vintners also flourished. 23
William Hammel and Adam Emig opened the Illinois Brewery in
Socorro in 1882. Initially a branch of an Illinois operation owned by
Hammel's father, Socorro's brewery sold beer shipped from Illinois as
well as its own brand, "Export Beer," made from water tqken from
Socorro Peak's hot spring. By 1886, the Socorro brewery was the largest
in the territory, and in 1887, the Hammel brothers, William and Jacob,
who had become sole owners of the business, added an ice plant to
the facility. 24
Local flour mills processed Socorro's grains. In 1885, the city's four
flour mills ground 54,200 bushels of wheat and 18,200 bushels of other
22. Socorro Sun, November 27, 1880; William G. Ritch, Illustrated New Mexico (Santa
Fe: Bureau of Immigration, 1885), 220-23.
23. For a history of wine-making in Socorro, see Phyllis O. Rieche, "Socorro's Vines
and Vintners," La Cr6nica de Nuevo Mexico, 22 (November 1985), 2; Socorro Sun, November
27, 1880.
24. A history of the brewery appeared in the Socorro Defensor Chieftain, March 17,
1983. See also Socorro Bullion, February 16 and September 11, 1886.
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grains, contributing $76,200 to Socorro's economy. (A bushel of wheat
weighed sixty pounds.) Daily capacity of the four mills combined was
450 bushels. The Golden Crown Flour Mill, built in 1892, brought new
technology to Socorro. Its steam-powered plant rendered the old, waterpowered mills obsolete. Up to twelve thousand pounds of flour could
be produced daily at the Crown Mill, and during the depression of the
1890s, the business became one of the city's most important. 25
With four million acres of grazing land, Socorro County also held
promise of becoming an important stock-raising area. In 1882, only
9,000 head of cattle were raised in the county; by 1885, the number
had grown to 70,000. The sheep industry, however, declined during
the same years, from 300,000 to 100,000. Ranchers blamed the low price
of wool for the decrease, but the Americanization of Socorro and of
New Mexico generally, encouraged a preference for beef over mutton
and contributed to the change. The Central Cattle Association of New
Mexico established its headquarters at Socorro, and Magdalena benefited from the cattle industry as well. 26
With the growth in cattle ranching came a boom in cattle rustling.
In 1882 a "Rustler War" broke out in southern New Mexico. John Kinney, reputed to be "one of the most desperate characters the authorities
had to deal with since Billy the Kid," headed a rustlers' confederation
that operated out of Rincon, Lake Valley, and White Oaks. 27 The band
systematically cleaned out the area from Socorro to the Mexican border,
two hundred miles south. Up to 10,000 head of cattle disappeared over
a two-year period and ended up in Arizona, Texas, or Mexico. Governor
Lionel Sheldon, in an effort to combat the lawlessness, gave unusual
powers to local militia units. Said Sheldon's general orders: "Whenever
any 'rustler,' 'cowboys,' or other desperadoes shall commit depredations upon the person or property of citizens, such commanding officers will at once pursue and capture such offenders, at any cost. ..."
The governor vowed to clean out the rustlers, "if it [took] every man
and dollar in New Mexico."28
Many militia units entered the battle and Kinney was captured by
25. Socorro Chieftain, March 3, 1899; "1885 Census of Manufacturers," Territorial
Archives, microfilm reel 42, schedule 3.
26. Ritch, Illustrated New Mexico, 224.
27. For a general history of the Rustler War, see Philip J. Rasch, "The Rustler War,"
New Mexico Historical Review, 39 (October 1964), 257-73. See also, Santa Fe Daily New
Mexican, February and April 1883.
28. Lionel A. Sheldon, General Orders No. 14, June 8, 1882, Territorial Archives,
microfilm reel 84, frame 352; Daily New Mexican, February 21, 1883.
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the Shakespeare Guards on March 7, 1883, in southwestern New Mexico. In April Kinney stood trial in Las Cruces with Governor Sheldon
and the whole territory eagerlyfollowing the proceedings. Kinney and
his lawyers tried to avoid prosecution, and Las Cruces Judge Warren
Bristol obligingly released Kinney from jail on $6,000 bond to Governor
Sheldon's amazement. Next came a motion for a change of venue, then
a motion for a continuance of the case. Kinney claimed that he had
been arrested without a warrant, talked to jurors he met on the street,
and was promptly returned to jail for contempt of court. Finally, Kinney's lawyers asked for a new trial because witnesses had been found
who would swear that Kinney had been in El Paso when the alleged
crimes had taken place. In a special maneuver, Kinney was tried on
only one count of cattle rustling. The jury convicted him, and Kinney
was fined $500 and served a five-year prison sentence in Leavenworth,
Kansas. Many other gang members were killed or captured and jailed.
Kinney's capture and the militia's activities had a limited impact
on rustling. To help stem the tide, the Socorro-based Central Cattle
Growers' Association offered rewards up to $500 for the arrest and
conviction of rustlers. Additionally, territorial law required that the
hides of killed stock had to be inspected for brands. Brands were published in local newspapers and recorded at the county courthouse to
help protect ranchers. 29
Before the boom, Socorro \Vas self-sufficient agriculturally and even
exported a surplus to Texas and other markets. With the sudden population growth during the boom, however, Socorro was forced to import
agricultural produce. By 1889, an estimated 90 percent of the flour,
butter, eggs, poultry, and vegetables consumed in Socorro County
came from Kansas by rail. The railroad also helped diversify Socorro's
diet by bringing immigrants from many cultures to the city and by
opening the area to the nation's food markets. "Fresh oysters received
daily," advertised the Palace Restaurant, while the Headquarters Saloon
featured "Swiss cheese, limburger, handkase, Holland herring, pigs'
feet, pigs' tongue, [and] rye bread." Prices of store-bought goods dropped
markedly as the railroad increased competition and brought lower freight
charges. 30

29. Santa Fe Daily New Mexican, February and April 1883; Black Range, January 2,
1885, July 2, 1886; Record of Brands, Socorro County Courthouse.
30. Ritch, Illustrated New Mexico, 220; Lockhart, "Flourishing Counties," 35; Socorro
Bullion, April 17 and 24, 1886.
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Service oriented businesses thrived as Socorro boomed. Banks provided an especially important service, supplying the money which
financed much of Socorro's growth. An interest rate of eighteen percent
prevailed, and private lenders charged 2 to 5 percent per month! Lawyers, many of whom specialized in mining law, flocked to the city, and
the post of city attorney was created. Doctors and dentists comforted
the sick and sore. Hotels, boarding houses, restaurants, and saloons
housed, fed, and helped entertain the populace. Barbers plied their
trade, charging fifty cents for a haircut and twenty-five cents for a
shave; some barbers also offered baths. Blacksmiths, saddle makers,
and wagon builders all contributed to Socorro's growth. Photographers
Edwin Bass and Joseph E. Smith advertised their trade and captured
forever many of the daily events and personalities of the boom. The
growing city attracted watchmakers, basketmakers, potters, and jewelers, and recreational businesses such as bowling alleys, a pool hall,
and a skating rink made their appearance. The hot spring at Socorro
Peak sported a bath house, bowling alley, and beer garden, and businessmen tried to promote Socorro as a health sanitarium. Two opera
houses were built in the 1880s and offered diverse events through the
years. 3l
In the expanding economy, there was work for all. Women ran
boarding houses, worked as seamstresses, cooks, laundresses, and
domestic servants, and, of course, taught school. Women also filled
positions of authority in the community. Mrs. Frances Garcia served
as proprietress of a lumber yard, and Mrs. Rufina Vigil de Abeytia was
a director for the Socorro County Bank. Meanwhile, the overwhelming
majority (78 percent) of the city's 37 Chinese residents worked in laundries, while others served as gardeners and cooks. In 1885, there was
one Chinese merchant. Nearly half of the 49 black workers in Socorro
were laborers, but blacks filled a wide range of occupations. Black
women worked as laundresses qnd dressmakers. Black men were
employed as cooks, servants, and barbers and also held skilled jobs in
carpentering, brick molding, quarrying, and mining. S. J. Thatcher, a
black preacher, found the city's 91 blacks an attractive mission field in
1885.32
31. For photographs of Socorro in the 1880s, see John DeWitt McKee and Spencer
Wilson, Socorro Photographer: Joseph Edward Smith, 1858-1936 (Socorro: Socorro County
Historical Society, 1974).
32. "Population Schedules," 1885 Census, Socorro County, Territorial Archives,
microfilm reel 42.
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Publications called for skilled laborers and mechanics to come to
Socorro. Carpenters and masons earned $5 per day, and unskilled
laborers received $2.50 in the early days of the boom. The 1885 census
provides detailed information on wages. Billing's smelter was by far
the largest single employer, with up to 250 men on the payroll. Skilled
smelter mechanics earned an average of $4 per day, while the unskilled
laborers made $2. Andy Naw and Harry Noak, wagon makers, paid
their top employees an average of $3.50 a day and ordinary labor,
$2.50. The city's highest wages were paid by tailor George Habernigg:
$5 for skilled workers; $3 for unskilled. Twenty manufacturers reported
a ten-hour work day, while employees at Hilton and Company, boot
and shoe makers, worked twelve hours. The flour mills paid somewhat
less than the other manufacturers. A top wage at three of the four mills
was $2; the bottom end of the scale ranged from $1 at the Vigil mill to
$2 at the Frets mill, which averaged $3 for its skilled employees.
Employees at three of the mills worked a twelve-hour day; the other
mill had a ten-hour day. 33
Socorro's economic prosperity lingered into the 1890s. Businessmen established a fireclay works, the Rio Grande Smelter was enlarged,
many new houses were built, two new banks opened in 1891, and a
newspaper opened in the city. The fireclay works, built from the Graphic
Smelter plant in 1891, was the only business of its kind in the Southwest. In July 1892, the plant provided one hundred fifty thousand bricks
for new school buildings in Socorro and one hundred thousand for the
Rio Grande Smelter. But the city's population was declining, indicating
the boom had passed. From the 1885 count of 4,047 people and an
estimated 5,000 population in 1887, the 1890 census showed only 2,295
residents in Socorro with an additional 398 living at Park City. 34
Passage of the Windom Bill in 1890, which raised duties paid on
certain grades of imported Mexican ore, and the agitation for the
demonitization of silver created an unstable silver market. The price
per ounce of silver fell from $1.05 in 1890 to seventy-eight cents in
1893. Silver's future looked bleak. Socorro's huge smelter was forced
to close in the summer of 1894, shattering Socorro's economy. Nearly
33. Chase, The Editor's Run, 136; "1885 Census of Manufacturers," Territorial Archives,
microfilm reel 42; Lockhart, "Flourishing Counties," 35.
34. Socorro Chieftain, December 25, 1891, July 22, 1892; Socorro EI Progreso, May 17,
1887. The city's population in 1890 was estimated at nearly 4,000 by the 1st Annual
Announcement for the School of Mines (Santa Fe: New Mexican Printing Company, 1893),
8.
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four hundred men lost their jobs at the smelter, and almost all of the
city's two hundred miners were forced to leave or find new jobs. 35
Socorro, which rivaled Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Las Vegas in economic clout during its boom years, struggled to survive. Socorro would
live, but only in recent years has the town's population and economy
surpassed that of a hundred years ago.

35. O. P. Austin, U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of Statistics,
Statistical Abstract of the United States 1909 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1910), 565; Silver City Enterprise, June 15, 1894.

